CHAP. XIV]            BAHItETN AXD KATAR                      235

The climate of Katar is remarkably dry; under the arid breath
of the encroaching desert, the sea-air only a few miles inland
seems to lose all trace of humidity. The soil is poor, gravel
and marl mixed with sand; occasional springs of water supply
wells laboriously pierced through the encrusted upper strata.
The gardens are small and unproductive, nor did I see any corn-
fields or date-groves worthy of the name. The air too is said to
be unhealthy; perhaps the rotting pools of stagnant sea-water
that border all the coast, are the cause of this.

Such is the general outline of Katar. On landing at Bedaa1
we went right to the castle, a donjon-keep, with outhouses at
its foot, offering more accommodation for goods than for men.
Under a mat-spread and mat-hung shed within the court sat the
chief, Mohammed-ebn-Thfince, a shrewd wary old man, slightly
corpulent, and renowned for prudence and good-humoured easi-
ness of demeanour, but close-fisted and a hard customer at a
bargain; altogether, he had much more the air of a business-
like avaricious pearl-merchant (and such he really is), than of
an Arab ruler. .Round him were placed many sallow-featured
individuals, their skins soddened by frequent sea-diving, and
their faces wrinkled into computations and accounts. However,
Ebn-Thfmee, though eminently a "practical" man, hail thus
far put his sedentary habits to intellectual profit, that by dint of
study he had rendered himself a tolerable proficient in literary
and poetical knowledge, and took great pleasure in discussing
topics of this nature. Nay, he even pretended to have some
medical skill, and did I think really possess about the same
amount of it that many an old woman may boast of in a country
village of Lancashire or Essex. Besides, he liked a joke, and
could give and take one with a good grace.

He enquired about my journey. I replied that I had no special
business on hand for Knlar, and that I was merely on my way
to Maacat in search of herbs and drugs. Ebn-Khamees, who
was now an important character, thanks to the presents in liia
charge, sat close by the chief in all tho grandeur of a now black
mantle and a silken head-dross., furnished by Aboo-'Eysa.
Mohammed-ebn-Thfmoe himself wore a Bengalee turban, of the
date of Suraj-Dowlah, to judge by its dingy appearance; his
robe was nn overdress which a Damascene grocer would have
been ashamed to display out of doors.